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ABSTRACT

The current study examined whether intrasexual competition for career success may 

contribute to body dissatisfaction and worse eating attitudes among achievement oriented 

college-aged women. In order to examine this aim participants viewed pictures of other women 

who varied in terms of weight and career success. Compared to participants low on status 

aspiration, participants high on status aspiration reported greater body dissatisfaction and 

ineffectiveness after being exposed to the thin, successful targets. However, status aspiring 

participants did not report greater drive for thinness, maturity fears, or bulimic symptoms. 

Hypotheses regarding the impact of weight status and success on perceptions of target career 

accomplishment and body size were supported. Specifically, thin, successful targets were rated 

as more accomplished in their careers than overweight, successful targets. Participants also 

judged successful, overweight targets to be thinner than unsuccessful, overweight targets. It is 

hoped that these findings will shed light on ways career women can pursue success without 

jeopardizing their health. 
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THE PARADOX OF SUCCESS: DOES EXPOSURE TO SUCCESSFUL

CAREER WOMEN NEGATIVELY AFFECT BODY SATISFACTION?

Eating disorders are commonly assumed to primarily afflict adolescent girls. 

However, research has shown that eating pathology is still a significant problem for 

college-aged women (e.g., Drewnowski, Yee, & Krahn, 1988; Striegel-Moore, 

Silberstein, Grunberg, & Rodin, 1990). Furthermore, unlike most psychological disorders 

(e.g., schizophrenia, anxiety disorders, and mood disorders), an older age of onset 

(generally defined as after age 18) indicates a more pernicious course for eating disorders 

(e.g., Le Grange & Lock, 2005; Ratnasuriya et al., 1991). Although several theories have 

been proposed in an attempt to explain why adolescence is a particularly high-risk time 

frame for the development of eating disorders, the etiological and maintenance factors for 

eating disorders in adult women have been less extensively studied. The aim of the 

current study is to explore whether intrasexual competition for career success may 

contribute to body dissatisfaction and worse eating attitudes among achievement oriented 

college-aged women.

Evolutionary theory holds that humans have evolved by employing strategies that 

increase their reproductive success. A large body of research supports the assumption that 

men prefer thin women with a thin shape because in our ancestral environment these 

assets were reliable indicators of youth and fertility (e.g., Brown & Konner, 1987; Singh, 

1994a; Singh, 1994b). In ancestral times it would be unlikely for a woman to retain their 

thin shape long after puberty due to multiple cycles of childbirth. However, in modern, 

industrialized environments several factors have come in to play that allow women to 

retain a thinner body longer (Abed, 1998). For example, within Western societies sex has 

become independent of reproduction, and women also tend to have fewer children and at 

a later age (Faer, et al., 2005). 

The sexual competition hypothesis (Abed, 1998) posits that eating disorders may 

result from female intrasexual competition for both mates and status. Specifically, the 

theory holds that women are motivated to compete with one another on thinness in order 

to increase their mate value, as female mate value is highly correlated with reproductive 

potential, and thinness was historically a reliable indicator of fertility. According to the 
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sexual competition hypothesis, because women are now able to retain thinner figures 

longer, intrasexual competition on thinness has intensified in our modern environment 

(Abed, 1998). Moreover, the widespread prevalence of thin, female images in the media, 

as well as females’ more frequent entry into the mate market, also likely to contribute to 

increased female intrasexual competition on weight (Faer et al., 2005).  Furthermore, 

despite the fact that there is an optimal level of thinness that men prefer, women have 

come to prefer even thinner ideals for themselves than men do (e.g., Fallon & Rozin, 

1985; Rozin & Fallon, 1988). Thus, it may be that for some women a desire to 

continually outdo other women in terms of thinness will lead to the development of an 

eating disorder. 

Abed (1998) also suggests that women have had to begin competing for mates 

increasingly through their own individual efforts. Previously women had the help of their 

kin group in increasing their mate value through practices such as dowries (Dickemann, 

1979) and female claustration (Weiseld, 1990). However, as kinship ties have 

increasingly broken down in our modern society, women have had to take the task of 

increasing their mate value largely into their own hands (Abed, 1998). 

Aside from being thin, we propose that achievement oriented women may attempt 

to increase their mate value by attaining career success. For the purposes of this study, 

“achievement oriented” refers to a desire to compete and achieve social status. 

Examining career success as a potential factor in determining adult female mate value 

among achievement oriented women is relevant for several reasons. Heatherton and 

colleagues (1997) have suggested that as women age, factors associated with physical 

appearance, such as being thin, become less important, whereas factors associated with 

adulthood, such as career success, become more important.  In fact, in an impressive 20-

year longitudinal study, Keel et al. (2007) found that securing certain adult life roles (e.g., 

marriage) was associated with improvements in disordered eating.

Recent research has also shown that in today’s society thinness is no longer solely 

related to beauty and youth (Buss, 1989), but it is also becoming associated with success. 

Tiggemann (2001) found that high school girls who considered intelligence and 

professional success to be important preferred thinner ideal body figures than girls who 

did not assign as much import to achievement. Furthermore, the more achievement 
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oriented girls associated intelligence and professional success with a more slender figure. 

In another study, female participants rated thin, attractive targets as more successful in 

life than larger, but still attractive, targets (Chin, 2002). Jarry et al. (2006) had 

participants read several vignettes that depicted a thin or overweight person as either 

professionally successful or unsuccessful. Importantly, both dieting and non-dieting 

participants associated professional success with slenderness and professional failure 

with being overweight. 

If achievement oriented women equate thinness with success, a failure to be 

successful may have negative repercussions on their ideas about their bodies. In fact, it 

has been shown that constructs indicative of success can influence disordered eating. 

Self-efficacy, a component of self-esteem that is also related to competence, has been 

found to moderate the interaction between perfectionism and perceived weight status to 

predict binge eating (Bardone, Abramson, Vohs, Heatherton & Joiner, 2000). 

Specifically, researchers found that college-aged women who saw themselves as 

overweight and had high levels of perfectionism binged only if they endorsed low self-

efficacy. Furthermore, in another study, body mass and self-efficacy were found to be 

direct predictors of body satisfaction (Hendriks, 2002). 

In order to be successful and advance in a career, one needs to be able to compete 

with peers for interviews, job placements, raises, and promotions. Streigel-Moore and 

colleagues (1990) found that women with symptoms of disordered eating were much 

more competitive than women who were symptom-free. Several other researchers have 

also examined the relationship between competitiveness and eating disorders and found 

significant associations (e.g., Burckle, Ryckman, Gold, Thornton, Audesse, 1999). 

Studies have also shown that thinner applicants are more likely to be offered a job 

than overweight applicants (e.g., Klesges, Klem, Hanson, et al., 1990; Larkin & Pines, 

1979; Puhl & Brownell, 2001). Notably, this preference for thinner applicants has been 

found to be more pronounced for women. In other words, overweight females are judged 

to be less desirable job applicants than overweight males (Pingitore, Dugoni, Tindale & 

Spring, 1994). Furthermore, a recent study by the Bureau of Labor Statistics found that 

between 1981 and 2000 overweight women have had to endure increasingly severe wage 

discrimination (Lempert, 2008).
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Thus, if some women desire to increase their mate value (i.e., be intrasexually 

competitive) not only by being thin, but also by being successful in their careers, they are 

likely to experience intense competition on a college campus where thin, achievement 

oriented people abound. Moreover, in the face of perceived competition from other 

successful career women, achievement oriented women may feel less capable of 

increasing their mate value by being successful in their career, and therefore may resort 

to losing weight in order to become more intrasexually competitive. In order to examine 

the effect of activating intrasexual competition motives within a sample of college-aged 

women, we adapted the method used by Gutierres, Kenrick, and Partch (1999). In their 

study, Gutierres and colleagues (1999) had participants read profiles of other fictitious 

students; these profiles were constructed to relay either social dominance or social 

nondominance, and the profiles were paired with either attractive or unattractive facial 

photos. In our study participants were exposed to fictitious profiles of women who were 

described as being either successful or unsuccessful in their careers, and these profiles 

were paired with photos of either thin or overweight women. Moreover, as self-

assessments have been found to be most salient when they are made in comparison to 

one’s actual peers (e.g., Trottier, Polivy, & Herman, 2007), we designed the targets to be 

realistic peers of our participants. The targets were described as having recently 

graduated from either college or graduate school, and they were interested in careers in a 

variety of areas, from the business world to the art world. By using targets so designed, 

we hoped to increase the likelihood that our participants considered these targets to be 

realistic potential competitors.

It has been shown that people make self-assessments based on images they are 

exposed to via media, as well as individuals with whom they have direct contact. 

Research has clearly demonstrated that after exposure to thin targets, participants endorse 

a host of body and eating related problems. For example, Halliwell and Dittmar (2004) 

found that after viewing pictures of thin models, women who internalized a thin ideal 

reported much greater body-focused anxiety than women who viewed pictures of 

average-sized models or no models at all. In another study, women high on drive for 

thinness (defined as excessive concerns with dieting and weight preoccupation) reported 

higher negative affect after viewing pictures of thin models that persisted as long as two 
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hours after the manipulation (Hausenblas, Janelle, & Gardner, 2004). Furthermore, 

exposure to selected thin body parts, like a stomach or thighs, has been found to increase 

female participants’ negative mood and body dissatisfaction (Tiggemann & McGill, 

2004).

Research has also shown that non-physical factors, such as social dominance, 

have the capability of affecting peoples’ self-perceptions as well. Gutierres, Kenrick, and 

Partch (1999) found that descriptions of social dominance influenced participants’ self-

perceived mate value. Self-perceived mate value refers to how desirable a person feels 

s/he is to a member of the opposite sex (or the sex s/he is attracted to). Specifically, after 

reading about socially dominant men, male participants rated their self-perceived mate 

value lower than male participants who read about socially non-dominant men.  Thus, it 

is possible that exposure to highly successful career women, coupled with an implicit 

belief that success is more likely if one is thin, has the potential to negatively affect 

achievement oriented women’s eating attitudes and/or body satisfaction. 

Although previous research has examined the effects of exposure to thin models 

and actresses on participants’ self-esteem, body satisfaction, and/or eating attitudes (e.g., 

Bissell & Zhou, 2004; Harrison, 1997; Stice, Schupak-Neuberg, Shaw & Stein, 

1994;Tiggemann & Pickering, 1996), to our knowledge no research has investigated the 

effect of exposure to successful career women on participants’ body satisfaction and 

eating attitudes. Therefore, we plan to investigate the possibility that exposure to women 

who vary in terms of career success and weight may lead to greater body shape 

dissatisfaction and/or worse eating attitudes differentially among women with high versus 

low achievement motivation. We also hope to better understand how weight and career 

success interact to affect participants’ ratings of the targets’ career accomplishment and 

body size. If success is associated with thinness, successful targets should be rated as 

thinner than unsuccessful targets. However, due to a potential floor effect of participants’ 

ratings of thin targets’ body size, it may be that career success will only affect subsequent 

ratings of the overweight targets’ body size. Thus, the following hypotheses will be 

investigated:

H1: Replicating past findings, participants will rate thin targets as more 

accomplished in their careers than the overweight targets. 
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H2: There will be an interaction between target career success and target thinness 

such that the targets’ success will only affect participants’ subsequent ratings of targets’ 

body size when the targets are overweight. Specifically, overweight/high career success 

(OHCS) targets will be rated as thinner than overweight/low career success (OLCS) 

targets; however thin/high career success (THCS) targets will not be rated as significantly 

thinner than thin/low career success (TLCS) targets.

H3: There will be a three-way interaction between achievement motivation, target 

weight, and target success such that participants who are highly achievement motivated 

will report more disordered eating attitudes and greater state body dissatisfaction than 

participants who are low on achievement motivation after being exposed to targets in the 

thin/high career success (THCS) condition.  

Method

Participants

Seventy-seven undergraduate women who enrolled in an introductory psychology 

course at a large, southeastern state university participated in the study for course credit. 

All participants in the current study signed a consent form agreeing to participate. 

Participants were informed that they would be viewing profiles of 10 women, and 

completing questionnaires about their personal views, feelings, and attitudes on the 

computer, and they were assured that their responses would be kept confidential. After 

completing the experiment, participants were debriefed and any questions or concerns 

they had were addressed by the experimenters.  All procedures were approved by the 

university’s Institutional Review Board.  

The racial/ethnic composition of this sample was generally representative of the 

university student body and consisted of 64.9% White (n=50), 18.2% Black (n=14), 

11.7% Hispanic (n=9), and 3.9% Asian American (n=3). In addition, one participant did 

not report her ethnicity. The participants’ ages ranged from 17 to 28 (M = 18.52, SD = 

1.47).

Procedure

Participants were given a cover story, which involved telling them that they 

would be participating in two short, but unrelated experiments on the computer1. They 

were told that the first experiment pertained to person perception. They were informed 
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that for this experiment they would be shown 10 pictures and profiles of women from 

various American universities, which they would be asked to rate on several criteria. 

They were told that the second experiment pertained to eating attitudes and would consist 

of completing questionnaires on the computer. Participants were told that they would be 

prompted by the computer to begin the second experiment after they finished the first. 

After sitting down at the computer, participants first completed the pre-manipulation 

questionnaire. Next, 10 female targets corresponding to the experimental condition to 

which the participant was assigned were displayed sequentially. After the participant 

viewed the target photo and read the target’s profile, she was asked to press the “space 

bar” to continue. After pressing the “space bar,” the paired target photo and profile 

reappeared, and the following item appeared below the stimulus: “Please rate how 

overweight you consider this person to be.” Underneath this question was a 9-point scale, 

where a score of “1” corresponded to “very thin” and a score of “9” corresponded to 

“very overweight.” After entering a numerical value, the item “Please rate this person on 

career success” appeared underneath the same stimulus. Once the participant entered a 

value using the 9-point scale provided, the item, “Please rate this person on physical 

attractiveness” was displayed. After the participant entered a value for physical 

attractiveness, the next stimulus appeared. (See Figures 1 and 2 for sample stimuli.)

After finishing the experiment, participants completed the post-manipulation 

measures, which they believed were for the “second” experiment on body perception. 

Upon completion, participants were debriefed, credited, and dismissed.

Materials  :   Pre-manipulation  

The Achievement Motivation Scale (AMS; Cassidy & Lynn, 1989). The AMS 

consists of seven subscales: Work Ethic, Pursuit of Excellence, Status Aspiration, 

Competitiveness, Acquisitiveness for Money, Mastery, and Dominance. The 

Competitiveness and Status Aspiration subscales were administered to measure 

individual differences in participants’ desire to compete with others in order to win and to 

advance socially, respectively. These two subscales were utilized as it was believed that 

they best measured “achievement oriented” as defined in the current study. Participants 

were asked to report the degree to which they think or behave in a specific manner using 

a five-point Likert scale (1=never, 5=always). Sample items from the Competitiveness 
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scale include, “It is important to me to perform better than others on a task,” “It annoys 

me when other people perform better than I do.” Sample items from the Status Aspiration 

scale include, “I would like an important job where people look up to me,” “I like to be 

admired for my achievements.” The reliability of these subscales in the current sample 

was acceptable: Competitiveness (a = .75) and Status Aspiration (a = .77).

Manipulation

Target weight status was conveyed through full body, digital photos of 10 thin 

and 10 overweight females. The photos were pre-rated by 63 undergraduates, who were 

not included in the current sample, on a 9-point scale (1 = very thin, 9 = very overweight) 

as follows: thin photos (M = 2.14, SD = 0.27), overweight profiles (M = 7.00, SD = 

0.26). The means were significantly different (t = -94.03, p < .001). As expected, in the 

current sample of 77 participants, target photos were also rated as significantly thinner in 

the thin condition (M = 3.02, SD = .71) than in the overweight condition (M = 6.32, SD = 

.57), (t = -22.53, p < .001).

These same target photos were also pre-rated for attractiveness by 63 

undergraduates, who were not included in the current sample, on a 9-point scale (1 = 

extremely unattractive, 9 = extremely attractive) as follows: thin photos (M = 5.75, SD = 

0.68), overweight photos (M = 5.05, SD = 0.87). These means were not significantly 

different (t = 1.721, p = .119). However, in the current sample of 77 participants the thin 

target photos were rated as significantly more attractive than overweight photos: thin 

photos (M = 5.97, SD = .89), overweight photos (M = 5.32, SD = .87), (t = 3.27, p = .

002), and thus the attractiveness of the target photos was controlled for in all analyses. 

To manipulate target career success, each target photo was paired with a one-

paragraph profile, described as being written by the target in the photo, which conveyed 

career success through her academic achievement, employment, and career 

accomplishments and aspirations. The profiles were written with similar career areas for 

the high- and low-career success conditions but with differing levels of involvement and 

responsibility. For example, one of the ten high career success profiles contains the 

following information: 

I think of myself as friendly and a smart businesswoman.  I have worked at the  

Tallahassee Museum of Art for two years, and last year I earned an award for 
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being the Best Curator of the Year.  I think that I earn awards like this because of  

my ability to provide clear instructions and good examples for other people to 

follow.  I have a great deal of respect for my employees, as they do for me, and I  

think this is also responsible for my success as a curator.  I feel very comfortable  

in a leadership position, so I hope to attain increasing responsibility. I already 

have an internship set up at the Museum of Modern Art in New York after I  

graduate. If all goes well I could be curating at one of the most prestigious 

museums in the world.

A low career success profile reads:

I think of myself as friendly, but not so smart as a businesswoman. I have worked 

at the Tallahassee Museum of Art for two years, but have never won the Curator 

of the Month award. I think that’s probably because I don’t have many ideas of  

my own for new exhibits, and occasionally mess up on my guided tours.  I have a 

great deal of respect for my employees, but I’m not sure they feel the same about 

me.  I don’t feel very comfortable in leadership positions, so it’s okay with me 

that I probably won’t be getting increasing responsibility at the museum. I  

applied for an internship at the Museum of Modern Art in New York for after I  

graduate, but I didn’t get it. Hopefully I’ll get a job curating at a better museum 

after I graduate, but if that doesn’t work out I’m content to stay where I am.

The 10 unsuccessful profiles were pre-rated by 33 undergraduates, who were not 

included in the current sample, for career success on a 9-point scale (1 = extremely  

unsuccessful, 9 = extremely successful) as follows: (M = 4.41, SD = 0.41). The 10 

successful profiles were pre-rated by a different set of 33 undergraduates, who also were 

not included in the current sample, as follows: (M = 7.32, SD = 0.40). The means were 

significantly different (t = 71.55, p < .001). As expected in the current sample of 77 

participants, target profiles differed significantly on career success: successful (M = 6.81, 

SD = 1.46), unsuccessful (M = 3.94, SD = .57), (t = -11.44, p < .001).

Post-Manipulation

Body Image State Scale (BISS; Cash, Fleming, Alindogan, Steadman, & 

Whitehead, 2002). The BISS was given in order to measure participants’ state body 

satisfaction. The BISS consists of six items that were written to assess participants’ 
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momentary feelings about their physical appearance. Participants were asked to respond 

to these items using a nine-point Likert scale (1=Extremely Dissatisfied, 9=Extremely 

Satisfied); thus lower scores indicate more state body dissatisfaction. The BISS has good 

internal consistency, as Cronbach’s alpha for this scale in the current sample was .84. 

Eating Disorders Inventory (EDI; Garner, Olmstead & Polivy, 1983). The EDI a 

self-report measure of eating-related attitudes and behaviors. The EDI is the most 

frequently used standardized self-report instrument for assessing the cognitive, 

behavioral, and affective symptoms of eating disorders. It consists of the following eight 

subscales: Body Dissatisfaction, Drive for Thinness, Bulimia, Perfectionism, 

Interpersonal Distrust, Maturity Fears, Interoceptive Awareness, and Ineffectiveness. 

However, we believed our manipulation would have the greatest effect on the Drive for 

Thinness, Bulimia, Maturity Fears, and Ineffectiveness subscales because these subscales 

contain items pertaining to state-like thoughts and feelings, and therefore are likely to be 

more malleable. Examples of such items include: “I think about dieting,” “I feel 

ineffective as a person,” and “I feel that I can achieve my standards.” Thus, only these 

four subscales were used in our analyses.  The participants were asked to rate each 

statement using the following scale: never, rarely, sometimes, frequently, usually, always. 

These ratings were scored such that “never” received a score of “1” and “always” 

received a score of “6”; this ensured that a higher score was indicative of more 

problematic eating attitudes and behaviors. The alpha coefficients for the subscales of 

interest in the current sample were as follows: Drive for Thinness (.91), Bulimia (.85), 

Maturity Fears (.75), Ineffectiveness (.81).  

Results

Hypothesis 1: Impact of weight status on ratings of targets’ career achievement

A two-way between groups ANCOVA, controlling for attractiveness, was 

conducted to explore the impact of the experimental condition on composite ratings of 

targets’ career accomplishment. As predicted there was a main effect of weight on 

composite ratings of targets’ career accomplishment.  Thin targets (M = 57.77, SD = 

20.21) were rated as significantly more successful than overweight targets (M = 49.26, 

SD = 14. 73; F(1,75) = 4.44, p = .04.  However, there was also a significant interaction of 

target weight and success on composite ratings of targets’ career accomplishment, 
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F(1,72) = 8.34, p = .005; the effect size was moderate to large (partial eta squared = .10; 

see Figure 3.) Planned follow-up contrasts indicated that thin, successful targets were 

rated as more accomplished than overweight, successful targets, F(1, 72) = 17.59, p < .

001. However, thin, unsuccessful targets were not rated as more accomplished than 

overweight, unsuccessful targets, F(1, 72) = .06, p = .80 (see Figure 3).

Hypothesis 2: Impact of career success on ratings of targets’ body size

A two-way between groups ANCOVA, controlling for attractiveness, was 

conducted to test the impact of the experimental condition on composite ratings of 

targets’ body size. There was a significant interaction of target weight and success on 

composite ratings of targets’ body size, F(1, 72) = 5. 10, p = .03; the effect size was 

moderate (partial eta squared = .07; see Figure 4). To test the prediction that 

overweight/high career success (OHCS) targets would be rated as thinner than 

overweight/low career success (OLCS) targets, a planned contrast was performed 

comparing the OHCS targets to the OLCS targets. OHCS targets were rated as 

significantly thinner than the OLCS targets, F(1, 72) = 8.73, p = .004. Another planned 

contrast comparing the thin/high career success (THCS) targets to the thin/low career 

success (TLCS) targets revealed that, as expected, career success did not influence 

participants’ perception of target thinness in the two thin conditions, F = (1, 72) = .05, p 

= .83 (see Figure 4).

Hypothesis 3: Examining the three-way interaction between achievement 

motivation, weight, and career success on the EDI and BISS

Regression analyses were conducted for each of the dependent variables related to 

eating attitudes (EDI-Bulimia, EDI-Drive for Thinness, EDI-Maturity Fears, and EDI-

Ineffectiveness) and body satisfaction (BISS) in order examine potential three-way 

interactions between achievement motivation, target weight, and target success. One set 

of analyses utilized competitiveness (as measured by the AMS-C subscale), target 

weight, and target success as the main predictors; none of these analyses were significant. 

The other set of analyses utilized status aspiration (as measured by the AMS-SA 

subscale), target weight, and target success as the main predictors. The results of the 

significant three-way interaction using these predictors is presented below.
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In prediction of EDI-Ineffectiveness, the following predictors were entered: Step 

1— entry of composite ratings of target attractiveness to control for the differences in 

attractiveness between thin and overweight targets; Step 2—simultaneous entry of the 

three centered main effects (AMS-SA, target weight, target success) to assess the simple 

effects of the predictor variables; Step 3—simultaneous entry of all centered two-way 

interactions (target weight X target success; target weight X AMS-SA, target success X 

AMS-SA; Step 4—entry of the centered three-way interaction (target weight X target 

success X AMS-SA).

The critical test of the main hypothesis is the three-way interaction. Target 

weight, target success, and AMS-SA interacted to predict EDI Ineffectiveness symptoms, 

B = -1.55, t = -2.472, p < .02, f2 = .23. To determine the nature of this interaction, we 

probed the three-way interaction by using "high" and "low" combinations of career 

success (using values that were one standard deviation above or below the mean). A 

significant two-way interaction between target weight and AMS-SA was found within the 

high career success conditions, B = -1.35, t = -3.13, p < .01. There was no significant 

interaction for the low career success condition. Thus, within the high career success 

conditions, the significant two-way interaction was probed within the thin and overweight 

target conditions. In the thin target condition the effect of AMS-SA on participants’ EDI 

Ineffectiveness score was significant, B = .99, t = 3.22, p = < .01. There was no 

significant effect of AMS-SA in the overweight target condition. Thus, high AMS-SA 

participants reported significantly more Ineffectiveness than low AMS-SA participants in 

the thin, high career success condition (see Figure 5).

In prediction of the other EDI subscales (Bulimia, Drive for Thinness, and 

Maturity Fears), the same predictors were entered as in the regression above. However, 

none of these analyses yielded a significant three-way interaction. 

In prediction of state body satisfaction (as measured by the BISS), again the same 

predictors were entered. The three-way interaction between target weight, target success, 

and AMS-SA to predict state body satisfaction was significant, B = 2.09, t = 2.22, p = .

03, f2 = .16. A significant two-way interaction between target weight and AMS-SA was 

found within the high career success conditions, B = 1.65, t = 2.54, p = .01. There was no 

significant interaction within the low career success conditions. We next examined the 
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main effect of AMS-SA among participants in the thin and overweight target conditions, 

and found a significant effect within the thin target condition, B = -1.13, t = -2.43, p = 

< .02. (See Figure 6.) Moreover, the correlation between status aspiration (AMS-SA) and 

the BISS within the THCS condition was significant (r = -.46, p < .05). Thus, high AMS-

SA participants reported more state body dissatisfaction (as indicated by their lower 

scores) than low AMS-SA participants in the thin, high career success condition.

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to explore whether intrasexual competition 

for career success may contribute to body dissatisfaction and worse eating attitudes 

among achievement oriented college-aged women. Specifically, we sought to determine 

if exposure to potential competitors who varied on career success and weight status 

would differentially activate intrasexual competition motives. Another aim of the study 

was to examine the effect of target weight status on subjective ratings of career 

accomplishment, as well the effect of career success on subjective ratings of body size.

Our hypothesis regarding the impact of weight status on perceptions of career 

accomplishment was supported. Thin, successful targets were rated as more 

accomplished in their careers than overweight, successful targets. However, thin, 

unsuccessful targets were not rated as more accomplished in their careers than 

overweight, unsuccessful targets. This supports the idea that thin, successful women 

might appear to be very strong intrasexual competitors. This finding also sheds light on 

the increasing wage discrimination overweight women have been found to face (Lempert, 

2007). It may be that because overweight women are not assumed to be as accomplished 

as their thinner peers they are more likely to be overlooked for a raise.  

With regard to our prediction regarding the effect of career success on perceptions 

of body size, overweight, successful targets were rated as having a smaller body size than 

overweight, unsuccessful targets. However, thin, successful targets were not rated as 

having a significantly different body size than thin, unsuccessful targets. Thus, it appears 

that career success influenced participants’ perception of the targets’ body size only when 

the targets were overweight. 

Our hypothesis that participant achievement orientation would interact with target 

weight and target success to predict greater body dissatisfaction and more disordered 
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eating attitudes was partially supported. Specifically, participants’ status aspiration, but 

not competitiveness, interacted with target weight and target success to predict greater 

body dissatisfaction and ineffectiveness. Participants who were high on status aspiration 

reported significantly worse body satisfaction after being exposed to thin, successful 

targets than participants who were low on status aspiration. Moreover, compared to 

participants low on status aspiration, participants high on status aspiration reported more 

ineffectiveness after being exposed to the thin, successful targets. However, status 

aspiring participants did not report greater drive for thinness, maturity fears, or bulimic 

symptoms. The cross-sectional nature of the current study may explain the lack of 

significance for these symptoms. It may be that status aspiring women would resort to 

inappropriate compensatory mechanisms and/or dietary restriction in order to reduce 

feelings of ineffectiveness and body dissatisfaction in the face of prolonged competition. 

These findings are important for several reasons. Given that the fertility rate 

continues to decline in Western countries, women will be able to remain thinner longer, 

and thus may desire to increase their mate value through means aside from thinness, like 

career success. Although this would appear to be an adaptive strategy, failure to increase 

one’s mate value by being successful may lead some women to feel more ineffective and 

more dissatisfied with their bodies. In combination with high perfectionism, feelings of 

ineffectiveness and body dissatisfaction can be especially pernicious and have in fact 

been found to predict the development of bulimic symptoms (Bardone-Cone, Abramson, 

Vohs, Heatherton, & Joiner, 2006) and to contribute to the maintenance and exacerbation 

of bulimic symptoms in adult women (Holm-Denoma et al., 2005). Moreover, it is likely 

that women with status aspirations will find themselves in situations where there will be 

other status aspiring women. Thus, there appears to a paradoxical nature to success; 

although aspiring for status may help women become more successful, it may also make 

them more vulnerable to the development of an eating disorder.

The current study possesses several notable strengths. First, to our knowledge this 

is only the second study to directly test the sexual competition hypothesis of eating 

disorders. Moreover, the results from this study further support the idea that intrasexual 

competition for status, independent of intrasexual competition for mates, could contribute 

to the development of an eating disorder. Faer and colleagues (2005) found that female 
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intrasexual competition for mates, which refers to a desire to be thin in order to attract a 

male, was a greater predictor of disordered eating than intrasexual competition for status, 

which refers to a desire to outperform other females in order to gain status. However, the 

results of the current study suggest that among status oriented women, being 

intrasexually competitive for status could lead to the development of body dissatisfaction. 

Furthermore, this study employed an experimental method to examine clinical 

phenomena. The systematic manipulation of target weight and target success allowed for 

a more thorough examination of the interaction between these factors in the prediction of 

body dissatisfaction and disordered eating attitudes.

Several limitations of the study are also important to note. First, the sample 

consisted of non-clinical, college-aged women, so we cannot be sure that the observed 

results can be generalized to clinical samples. However, our sample was well suited for 

investigating adult onset (i.e., after the age of 18) disordered eating as all our participants 

were over the age of 18. Another limitation of the current study is that data were acquired 

through self-report and, as such, must be interpreted with caution. Moreover, although 

participants’ feelings about their eating attitudes and shaper were assessed, their beliefs 

about their own successfulness were not. Furthermore, although we attempted to make 

the targets’ ethnicity reflective of the general student body (i.e., 20% of the targets were 

African American and 10% were Hispanic), the majority of the target photos (70%) were 

Caucasian; thus, non-Caucasian participants may not have found the manipulation to be 

as salient. Future research should explore how utilizing ethnically diverse targets affects 

the salience of the manipulation for minority participants. Also, the present study 

consisted of four conditions in which target photos were either thin or overweight and 

target profiles were either successful or unsuccessful; however, future studies 

investigating the effects of weight status and career success on eating attitudes and body 

satisfaction may wish to employ neutral weight and career success conditions. Finally, in 

order to understand if increased body dissatisfaction and ineffectiveness lead to the 

development of disordered eating in status aspiring women future longitudinal studies 

should be conducted.

The results of this study have potentially important clinical and occupational 

implications. For instance, it may be important to assess for status aspiration in patients 
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with eating disorders, as this orientation may predict a worse course for the disorder and/

or indicate different types of interventions. For example, one intervention for status 

oriented women with eating disorders may be to teach them multiple strategies they can 

employ to increase their mate value and/or status.  Thus, if they found that they were 

unable to execute one strategy (e.g., being successful in a career), they would be able to 

attempt another (e.g., mastering a particular skill, becoming a good parent). Being able to 

use multiple strategies to improve mate value and/or status may decrease the likelihood 

that they will rely on any one (e.g., weight loss). Dialectical Behavior Therapy techniques 

of radical acceptance and mindfulness may also be helpful for women struggling with 

these issues. For instance, mindfulness strategies could be used to help status oriented 

women become and remain aware of the choices open to them, and radical acceptance 

could be employed when they have to let go of one strategy to embrace another. Also, 

employers should be reminded of the continued and increasing wage discrimination 

overweight women face. Because the results of this and other studies suggest that thinner 

employees are viewed as more successful than their overweight counterparts, companies 

should be encouraged to establish review processes based purely on objective data

Female intrasexual competition for mates and status is likely to continue to 

increase in industrialized societies. Although modern women now have more strategies 

they can employ to increase their mate value, it appears that being unable to successfully 

employ them may activate a default strategy of weight loss. Thus, a potentially important 

part of prevention and treatment programs for eating disorders may be to help women 

develop multiple avenues and opportunities to increase their mate value
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When I entered college I knew I wanted to get a 
degree that would enable me to start supporting 
myself immediately after graduation, which is why 
I tried to get in at the Wharton School of 
Business at U Penn. Unfortunately, I didn’t get 
accepted, but I did eventually end up getting my 
MBA on-line. After that I wasn’t able to get a paid 
internship, but I did get a volunteer-type position 
at Bank of America. A lot of people at the branch 
I worked at were into running, and I tried to get 
into it, but it was really hard for me to get up on 
the weekends and run with the group from the 
office. That’s too bad because I might have been 
able to make more friends if I could’ve found the 
motivation. I’m not really sure what to do next, 
but I’ve been sending out my resume. I haven’t 
heard back from any of the places I’ve applied, 
so needless to say I’m not so happy with my 
career choice or future.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Extremely Extremely
Thin Thin Average Overweight Overweight

Please rate this person’s weight status:

Figure 1. Thin/low career success (TLCS) target

When I entered college I knew I wanted to get a 
degree that would enable me to start supporting 
myself immediately after graduation, which is why 
I decided to go to the Wharton School of 
Business at U Penn, where I got my MBA. After 
an internship at Bank of America, I was hired as 
an Investment Analyst to work with ING, one of 
the biggest banks in the world. When I told my 
parents my starting salary they couldn’t believe it. 
Another great thing about working for ING, 
though, is that they sponsor marathon runners! 
I’ve been running marathons for the past 4 years, 
so it’s great that my employers and fellow 
employees share this hobby. Every Saturday a 
big group of people from the office get together 
and run, which has helped me make a lot of 
friends at work. So needless to say, I’m really 
happy with my career choice and future. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Extremely Extremely
Unsuccessful Unsuccessful Average Successful Successful

Please rate this person on career success:

Figure 2. Overweight/high career success (OHCS) target
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Figure 3. Participant ratings of targets’ career accomplishment by condition 
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Figure 4. Participant ratings of targets’ body size by condition 
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Figure 5. Three-way interaction between target weight, target success, and participants’ 

AMS-SA status to predict participants’ EDI Ineffectiveness scores
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Figure 6. Three-way interaction between target weight, target success, and participants’ 

AMS-SA status to predict participants’ Body Image State Scale scores 
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APPENDIX A

COPY OF HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL FORM
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APPENDIX B

INFORMED CONSENT FORM

Title of Research:  Exploring Career Futures

Principal Investigators: April R. Smith and Thomas E. Joiner, Jr. Ph.D.

I, _________________________________________________________, being 18 years 

of age or older, freely and voluntarily and without undue inducement or any element of 

force, fraud, deceit, duress, or other form of constraint or coercion, consent to be a 

participant in the above named research project, to be conducted at the Florida State 

University from January, 2007 through January, 2008. Listed below are the procedures to 

be followed in this research and their purposes, any risks, discomfort, and benefits 

associated with participation in this study, and the measures which will be taken to ensure 

confidentiality of the information obtained.

Purpose of the research: This project is being conducted by Erin Fink and April Smith, 

graduate students in psychology who are being trained by Thomas Joiner, Ph.D., the 

Bright-Burton Professor of Psychology at Florida State University.  I understand the 

purpose of this research project is to better understand how the ways in which numerous 

factors may contribute to differential eating attitudes and behaviors.

Procedures for the research: I understand that if I participate in the project I will fill out 

questionnaires, all of which ask me about my feelings, thoughts, and mental health 

symptoms.  I understand that participation in the project involves usual procedures; there 

are no special procedures that are specific to this project.  Usual procedures involve 

signing this informed consent form and filling out questionnaires about mental health 

symptoms (if I consent). The total time commitment would involve about 2 hours.

Potential risks or discomforts: I understand there is a possibility of a minimal level of risk 

involved if I agree to participate in this study.  I might experience distress while 

answering questions about mental health symptoms.  I am able to stop my participation at 

any time I wish and am free to omit questions which I am not comfortable answering.  At 

my request, I may be given a referral for mental health services.  

Potential benefits to you or others: I understand there may be societal benefits for 

participating in this research project. Increasing the scientific community’s knowledge of 

how numerous factors may affect eating attitudes and behaviors will allow for the 

creation of better interventions.

Confidentiality: I understand my participation is totally voluntary and I may stop 

participation at any time.  All my answers to the questions will be kept confidential to the 

full extent allowed by law.  My name will not appear on any of the results.  My
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